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​CHAPTER ONE

SHE WAS BEING FOLLOWED. She was aware of it. And she was prepared to act when they acted.

If they have a chance.

It was nighttime in Manhattan. Past eleven. Earlier, she tried to sleep, but since sleep no longer came as easily as it used to, she was walking down Fifth, because outside, the city offered distractions she needed to lean on right now. 

The Park was next to her. The cool fall breeze carried with it the smells of the city—exhaust from the cabs darting past her to her left, the rot of damp foliage off to her right, but also a crispness that hadn’t been in the mix when she was here three weeks ago. 

Winter was coming. It was right at her back, not unlike the sound of those shoes keeping time with hers as she strolled down the sidewalk. 

Carmen Gragera listened to those shoes. She first became aware of them when she turned onto Fifth from Eighty-First Street, where she kept an apartment. At some point, she knew they’d find her, especially since she was back in the city. 

What they didn’t know is that she also had come back for them.

She had returned to Manhattan three days ago, after burying her fellow assassin and lover, Alex Williams, in Bora Bora, where he was murdered while they were on vacation. There, they had been making plans to leave their professional lives as assassins behind so they could be together in a tropical paradise that offered a measure of security due to the sheer remoteness the island provided.

But with his murder and the burning down of her longtime home, it proved a costly assumption. For reasons that still were unclear to her, the syndicate she and Alex worked for killed Alex and tried to kill her. She managed to escape, but now they were after her. 

After all, the sound of those shoes didn’t lie. 

She could tell by the definitive strike of the footfalls that they belonged to a man. When would he act? She didn’t know, but in her coat pocket was her Glock; her hand was wrapped around it and she’d use it if necessary.

Unless he shot her in the back, which was possible, though it would be stupid on his part given that they were on Fifth, which was alive with traffic.

She could feel him behind her. The footsteps were coming closer. She kept her pace steady, her body loose. Fifty feet. Forty. Closing the gap and doing so in such a way that was so obvious, it was amateurish. Why was he giving himself away like this?

He was probably twenty feet away from her when she approached Seventy-Seventh Street. The traffic light was red and there was a line of cabs waiting for the light to change. Grab one? Plenty were empty. But if the light didn’t change quickly, he might be brazen enough to approach the cab and shoot her, because otherwise, he would have missed his chance and disappointed whoever hired him.

Best to move on.

She looked as far down the sidewalk as she could and saw others coming toward her. The area was well lit, just bright enough to quell a murder, unless the man following her was determined to take her out. Again possible, but again, stupid. Still, who knew what his orders were? Who knew if he was just young and naive enough to believe he could pull this off? If he was, she was ready for it. 

In fact, when the light turned green and traffic roared to life, she decided she’d had enough. She stopped and faced him.

He also stopped. Their eyes met. He wasn’t the young man she was expecting. Instead, he looked somewhere in his late thirties. Tall. Brown hair. Good looking. Wearing a knee-length black coat to keep out the cold and also to better conceal whatever he was carrying.

“Carmen Gragera?” he asked.

She watched his hands. Said nothing. A couple brushed past them, the woman’s head on the man’s shoulder. Carmen could smell the flowery perfume the woman left in her wake.

“You and I should talk,” he said. “I’m a friend of Alex Williams.”

“That’s your first mistake,” she said. “Alex didn’t have any friends.”

His brow furrowed. “What gives you that idea?”

“Maybe you meant to say you were colleagues?”

“That’s not what I meant to say. I was his friend. Since childhood.”

“Then you know Alex well. Where did he grow up?”

“Indianapolis.”

Anyone could know that, but only those closest to Alex would know what she was about to ask. During their last two weeks together, when they spoke freely about their private lives, he brought up the one topic that haunted him most. It was something he said he’d never be able to live down. Not with himself, not with his family. 

“What was Alex’s biggest regret?”

“There were a few things.”

“Why not take a shot at one of them?”

“Should I start with his family?”

“If you want.”

“OK, so you want the obvious one. Alex regretted not being there for his father’s death. He had the opportunity to catch a flight and spend some time with him, but instead he chose to take another job. He thought his father had more time. He was wrong. He died while Alex was away. Alex regretted that, and when he asked me if I agreed that he’d made a mistake, I told him that he had. He knew better. He should have been there.”

It was the correct answer. He took a step closer and she took a step back. Watch his hands.

“I’m not here to hurt you.”

“Even if you were, I’d kill you first.”

“I’m here to help you.”

“Help me with what?”

“I work for Katzev.” He raised his eyebrows as if in bemusement. “Strike that. I used to work for Katzev. Now, he wants me dead just like he wants you dead. If we talk frankly, we might be able to help each other. I think that would be a smart idea.”

“How do I know you’re not working for him now?”

“You don’t.”

“Well, there’s a balm of reassurance. Take your hands out of your pockets.”

He did.

“Who are you?”

He looked around him. “We should get a cab,” he said. “I’ll tell you what you want to know inside. Right now, we’re too exposed.”

“Can’t handle it?”

“After what happened last night, I’ll admit I’m on edge.”

“What happened last night?”

“They came after me. I’m lucky to be alive.”

“I wonder how lucky that makes me.”

He didn’t answer.

“How did you find me?”

“Do you want the 101 version, Carmen? I used my contacts. You were seen at LaGuardia. You were followed to your apartment on Fifth and Eighty-First. Done.”

“Bullshit. I wasn’t followed.”

“Sorry, but you were.”

“Nobody followed me. I would have known.”

“Apparently, you didn’t, because you were followed, just as you and Alex were followed to Bora Bora.” He paused. “Which you also knew about. Right?”

Obviously, she didn’t know. Point taken.

“I received a call from Alex not long before his death. It was just before you went to the island. He told me he was in love with you, which concerned me. You have a reputation for being arrogant. I told him to stay away from you.”

“I wish he had. He’d be alive now.”

“We don’t know that. All we know is that Alex and you were targeted, and now I am too. Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then maybe we should help each other figure it out before we both wind up dead.”

“What’s your name?”

He didn’t answer.

She sighed. “Then, what do you want me to call you?”

“Jake.”

“Jake?”

“You got something better?”

“I’m Carmen Gragera,” she said. “But you already know that. We’ll call you Jake for now. When you’re comfortable telling me the truth and that your name is probably Hamlisch, or worse, we’ll likely be on better terms. As for now, you’re Jake.” She nodded at the street. “So, Jake, let’s grab that cab so you can tell me everything you think I need to know. I’m eager to hear.”
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In the cab, they told the driver they were new to the city and that they just wanted to drive around and enjoy the night. The driver, a middle-aged woman with dark hair pulled back in a thick braid, was happy to oblige.

“I’ll give you the full show,” she said.

“Perfect,” Carmen said. “Would you mind a bit of music?”

“What type?”

“Dance?”

“You got it.”

“Thanks.” 

The driver turned up the volume and they drove down Fifth. The thump, thump, thump of the driving dance beat was just loud enough to conceal their voices. It would be awhile before she trusted this Jake person, but his hands had yet to dip back into his pockets and he was correct about Alex’s chief regret. Her hand was still around her gun. She was ready to act if she thought for a moment that he was a shill. Still, she had to give him a chance, because if he was legit, he might have information she could use.

“How long have you worked for the syndicate?” she asked, keeping her voice low.

“Three years.”

“How many jobs?”

“A dozen? Fifteen?”

“You don’t know exactly?”

“I work for a few different organizations.”

“Who doesn’t? Over the past seven years, I’ve done twenty-two jobs for them. So, I’ll ask again. How many?”

He thought for a moment. “After last week, fourteen.”

“Who was last week?”

“There were two. Each a board member at Light Corp.”

“How’d you do it?”

“I was told by Katzev to shoot each in the head.”

As far as Carmen was concerned, before his death, Jean-Georges Laurent was the former unofficial head of a syndicate she knew very little about, which is how they wanted it. He tried to trick her and Alex into killing each other, but it didn’t work. They found out about it, which was bad luck for Laurent, who was tracked down and took their bullets in his face instead.

“Have you ever met Katzev?”

“Never. You?”

She shook her head. While Laurent had been her chief contact at the syndicate, she often worked directly with the person she assumed was second in charge—Katzev. With Laurent dead, Carmen had to assume that Katzev now was leading the syndicate. “We’ve only spoken via encrypted e-mails and satellite cell phones, each untraceable. And I doubt his name is Katzev.”

“Maybe it’s Hamlisch.”

Carmen ignored the joke. She didn’t know this man and she certainly didn’t know if she could trust him. She was willing to listen to what he had to say, but not without her gun trained on him. “What happened last night?” 

“Two men came after me.”

“Details?”

“I was having dinner under the Gowanus in Brooklyn. I’ve gone to the same restaurant for years. It’s a hole in the wall, but I like it there because the food is OK, it sits on a corner, and it’s obscure. It blends in on a street filled with porn shops and similar low-rent joints.”

“Sounds perfect.”

“For people like us, it is.”

“I was being serious.”

“The layout is good,” he said. “You can sit at the rear of the restaurant, facing the front glass door while keeping an eye on it. I was keeping my eye on it. Two men walked past the door twice during the hour I was sitting there. I recognized one of them. I did a job with him once for Katzev. I knew what happened to you and to Alex, so I saw what was coming. I ordered another coffee and waited for night to fall. When it was dark, I approached one of the owners. He knows me as a regular. I asked if there was another way out. Without missing a beat, he took me to a side door. No questions asked. The door led to a side street. With the exception of some transients, it’s kind of dead down there, which is another reason I like it. When I stepped outside, the man I didn’t recognize was on the sidewalk having a cigarette. He was startled to see me, but before he could drop the cigarette and reach for his gun, I had my arms around him and crushed his chest. It was quick. I lowered him to the pavement so he was leaning against a car. He didn’t look dead so much as he looked passed out. The owner watched all of it. When I finished, I looked over at him and he just sort of shrugged and said, ‘Coffee?’ I declined.”

“What about the other man?”

“He was the challenge.”

“How so?”

“He came after me. He was younger. Faster. In fact, he was really fast. We ran several blocks before I took a chance and ran into oncoming traffic. I was lucky and made it to the other side. He was unlucky and got flattened by a truck. End of story, at least for last night. More is coming. Not just for me, but for both of us.”

“You know I’ll be able to verify his death.”

“I expect you to. We need to get on the same page, Carmen. I need you to trust me before they reach us. Or I can just leave. We can tackle this individually. It’s up to you. But there’s something to be said for joining forces and finding out why this is happening. Why do they want us dead? Why did they kill Alex? We must know something they don’t want us to know. Do you have any idea what that could be?”

“I’ve been racking my brain since they attacked us. I have nothing.”

“Do you have any way to reach Katzev?”

“Encrypted e-mails. Satellite cell phones.”

“Same here.”

“We wait for them,” Carmen said. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t find out more about him, maybe even where he lives. No one is completely safe or invisible. We both know that.” 

She checked her watch, saw that it was approaching midnight, and had an idea. She leaned toward the driver and raised her voice above the music. “That was great,” she said. “The city is beautiful. Would you drop us at the Waldorf?”  

“Sounds romantic.”

“I hear they have a great bar,” Carmen said.
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When they arrived at the Waldorf Astoria’s Peacock Alley Bar, each ordered a martini and a glass of water, though they’d only touch the water. They bought the drink to satisfy the bartender.

“They won’t think to look for us here,” she said. “Let me make a phone call. Give me a few minutes and I’ll be back.”

She maneuvered her way out of the bar, took a right, walked down a corridor lined with Art Deco brass elevators on one side and restrooms on the other before she entered the massive lobby. 

It was a Thursday night and it was late. The few chairs along the periphery were empty. She chose one just beneath the grand piano, which was elevated above her on the mezzanine, and sat down.

There was only one person she knew who might be able to help her through this—her colleague Vincent Spocatti. He was the best in the business. He had more skills, instincts, and contacts than anyone she knew. After working with him a year ago on a Wall Street job, she hoped he wouldn’t mind a call from her now. 

She found his number on her cell and dialed.

If anyone knew anything about Katzev, how she could get close to him or find out where he lived, it was Spocatti. And if he didn’t know, he probably knew someone who would.

“Carmen,” he said when he answered. “Surprised to hear from you. What am I to read into that?”

“That I’m in trouble.”

“I heard about Alex,” he said. “Sorry. I liked him. I also hear that you liked him.”

She didn’t reply.

“Where are you now?”

“At a hotel in Manhattan. You?”

“Behind some curtains at a house in Capri.”

“I see.”

“What you should see are the views. Stunning.” 

“If this isn’t a good time, Vincent—”

“The owner will be here soon, but we’re fine for now. They said he might run late. What do you need?”

“I need you to help me find someone. If I’ve worked for him, you certainly have.”

“Who is it?”

“Katzev.”

“The fake Russian?”

“Katzev isn’t Russian?” 

“Scottish. He’s got the accent down, though. I’ll give him that, even if he is a bastard.  Same goes for his former associate, Jean-Georges Laurent, who I hear is dead now. Bullets to the face at the Four Seasons in a room filled with people that included the likes of my old friend, Leana Redman.” He let a beat pass. “Firing a gun into that crowd must have been quite a sight.”

“It was.”

“Nice job on that, by the way.”

“I didn’t do it alone.”

“So, I hear.”

“You hear a lot.”

“I think I’m becoming something of a guru,” he said. “People tell me things. That was just one conversation out of many that day. I can’t remember who told me, so there’s no use in asking.”

She knew better. But she appreciated his discretion even if it meant she wouldn’t learn who told him and why.

“So, what’s going on?” he said. “How are you in trouble?”

She told him. 

The syndicate she and Alex worked for targeted them for death. She wasn’t sure why, but Jean-Georges Laurent nearly tricked her and Alex into killing each other. Did Laurent do it because he felt she and Alex knew too much about the organization? Impossible. She only knew what he and Katzev told her, which was minimal.  

In an effort to send a message that threatening them wasn’t an option, they retaliated by killing Laurent. Then, weeks later, Alex was murdered and she barely escaped death. 

Now she was back in Manhattan to seek her revenge.

“The people who killed Alex,” Spocatti said. “Why are you convinced it had anything to do with the syndicate?”

“Because we killed Laurent.”

“So? You and Alex have taken down dozens of people over the course of your careers. It could have been anyone. Why them?”

“Because for whatever reason, Laurent wanted us dead. I’m sure there are others who’d like to see that happen, but I’m not directly aware of them.”

“Just because you’re not aware of them doesn’t mean someone else isn’t targeting you.”

“Do you know something I don’t?”

“I usually do,” Spocatti said. “But not this time. Just keep your options open. Anyone could have it in for you. In fact, plenty do. But for now, let’s go with the obvious and say it is Katzev and the rest of the syndicate. They’re hell-bent on revenge because you killed Laurent. You’re hell-bent on revenge because they killed Alex and almost got you. How can I help?”

“I need to know where Katzev lives.”

“I have no idea.”

“Best guess?”

“Probably Manhattan. Maybe Milan. Could be Paris. Hell, it could be Russia, since he obviously loves the motherland enough to associate himself with it. Or Scotland, since he is, after all, Scottish. What I’m saying is that he could be anywhere. Whenever I’ve dealt with him, it’s been through a secure line. I was offered the job, we negotiated the price, I received half the money the next day, and the rest of money was wired to me when the job was done. I assume it’s been the same for you.”

“It has. But you have connections, Vincent. Everywhere. You must know someone who knows where he lives.”

“I know a few people who might know, but I can’t give you their names, Carmen. That’s not how I work. You know that.”

“Then leave it up to them,” she said. “Would you call them and give them my number? If they choose to help me, that’s their decision. This way, you haven’t compromised anyone. It’ll be on them to call and decide if they wish to get involved. You know I won’t say anything if they agree to help me. That’s not how I work.”

“I know it isn’t.”

“Will you make the calls?”

“I’ll make the calls.”

“I appreciate it, Vincent.”

“It might not be Katzev or the syndicate, Carmen. You need to consider every job you’ve ever done. I know that’s a daunting task, but you need to do it and you need to think who else might be targeting you. You have to figure out how someone suddenly found you in Bora Bora, of all places, when you’ve had a place there for years. After all this time, how did they find you now? This stinks of something recent. Have you looked into Alex’s life? Did he slip up and talk to someone? If he did, who did he talk to? And who did that person talk to?”

She felt a chill and looked down the long corridor that led to the bar, where Jake was waiting for her. He mentioned that he spoke to Alex before they left for the island. Who did he speak to after that?

“I have to go,” she said. “I’ll take everything into consideration. You’ll make the calls?”

“I said I would.”

“I appreciate it.”

“Watch your back, Carmen. Keep an open mind. And stay in touch. I’ll do what I can from afar.” 
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She hurried down the corridor, hoping she was wrong but knowing in her gut that she was right. She rounded the corner and looked for him at the bar. He was gone. So were their drinks. The bartender caught her eye and held up a piece of paper for her.

She had no time for this. She had to get out of here now, while she still had a chance, but she needed to know what he wrote to her since it might inform what she did next. She walked over to the bartender, a stocky man somewhere in this thirties whose dark hair was slicked back in such a way that it revealed a handsome face. 

“My husband,” she said. “How long ago did he leave?”

“Ten minutes? He wanted me to give you this.”

She took the note and opened it. Five words inside: “Sorry. I had no choice.”

She looked behind her, saw nothing out of the ordinary then turned back to the bartender. “Did you happen to see him use his phone?”

“I did.”

So, he called ahead. Or they called him. Either way, he told them she was here. But why? If they wanted her dead, he could have shot her an hour ago. 

Because they want to bring you in.

It was possible, but why? She was partly responsible for Laurent’s death. Did they want to have their way with her before they killed her? Katzev might want to do the job himself. She could see that happening. Or they might think she has information she shouldn’t have access to, though she didn’t know what that could be.

She needed to leave, but she couldn’t go out the front entrance. Not even the side. Soon, this place would be surrounded by them, if it wasn’t already.

“Your husband said you had fifteen minutes,” the bartender said. “I’m not sure what he meant by that, but it might mean something to you.”

“It does.” Why was he tipping her off? Was he forced into this? Or was it to make her feel a false sense of security? With five minutes on her side, she might think she could get out now and escape them, when in reality, they’d be right outside waiting for her. This could be a trap. “I didn’t see him leave. Which way did he go?”

“He asked if he could use the service exit. Sounds strange, but I’ve had stranger requests. We accommodated him.” 

Trap. “I see.”

He paused. She could feel him studying her. “Are you in some sort of trouble, Miss?”

Use him. 

“I am.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“I told my husband I was leaving him tonight. He told me I wasn’t and that he’d make sure of it. You know what that means. He’s abusive. He’s had me dealt with before and he’s going to do it again.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“Can you get me into a room?”

“You’d need to check in—”

“You asked if you could help. I need to get into a room right now. He’s called people to come here and reason with me, if you get my drift.”

“Miss—”

“It’s important.”

“I don’t have that authority.”

“Then do you have some place I could hide? A storage area? A conference room I can step into?”

“For how long?”

“An hour? Men are going to come here. They’re going to ask if you’ve seen me. I need you to tell them that I left the moment you gave me the note. If they harass you, tell them you’ll call the police. They’ll leave if you say that. They won’t want any trouble.”

“Why don’t we just call the police now?”

“Because they won’t get here in time. My husband left quickly for a reason. He used the service exit for a reason. This note is a threat.”

He looked at the note in her hand, then down the length of the bar, where another bartender was restocking glasses while glancing in their direction. “Phil, give me a minute, OK?”

The man looked at Carmen, then back at the bartender. “We’re closing in forty-five, Jon.”

“I said a minute. I’ll be back.”

* * *
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HE LED HER TO AN AREA behind the bar. They started walking down a short hallway that led to a set of swinging doors.

“Just go with this,” he said. “Act natural.”

They entered the kitchen, which was large and shiny due to the bright lights glinting off the stainless steel tables, racks, and appliances. Carmen glanced around for cameras in the ceiling, but it was so vast and Jon was moving so quickly, she didn’t notice any. She counted six people in the kitchen. They turned a corner and she counted a seventh, all of whom were either cleaning up for the night or doing prep for the following morning’s breakfast service. Another sweep of the room. It unnerved her that she saw no cameras because she knew better.

“Everybody,” he said. “This is my girlfriend, Lisa. She just got some bad news and needs a space where she can be alone. My shift is up in forty-five. Does anyone mind if she hangs out in the stairwell until I’m finished?” 

“I thought you were gay.”

“Funny, Mac. Are we good, everyone?”

Shrugs all around.

“Thanks.”

He took her by the hand, they cut left and pushed through another set of doors. Below her was a staircase. Is this where he brought Jake? She turned to him and asked.

“It is, but don’t worry about it. The door below is bolted shut. No one can get in here and they won’t think you’re back here. So, stay here. I’ll work on getting you a room.”

“Threaten them with the police when they come. Get them out.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“You’ll be fine. If they’re coming, they’re going to want to see me behind the bar. I’ll be back.”

He turned to leave.

Each door had a small square window that looked into the kitchen. As she watched him go, every set of eyes in that kitchen turned to her. Carmen stepped away from the windows, incredulous that she was in this position. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
o
< ;
L2

J 217
= \\\\\\
(= v\\\\\\@
=/ %
B3

.
.
NP
\\\\“::\
o>
\Q

(\Q\ N

STEPHEN KING

A THRILLER

REVENGE





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





